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THE OPERA: 



VIEWS BEFORE, 

AND 

PEEPS BEHIND THE CURTAIN. 



Of this suggestive subject we shall profess to 
give a new view. No reader need expect a history 
of the Opera — ^an account of its chances and 
changes — its managements and its miseries — its 
" pounds, shillings and pence'' peculiarities. Like a 
skirmishing detachment striking out a new path 
from the advance of an army — ordered on parti- 
cular service, and lightly equipped for the active 
duties to which it is destined, shall we separate 
ourselves from the "heavies," and commence 
operations far in advance, prepared alike to hit or 
miss, but agile and lively in either case. 

One advantage we can assure our readers of, — 
laying our hand on our editorial heart to make the 
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intimation the more emphatic ! The slides of our 
magic lantern were painted amidst the scenes which 
they undertake to represent. Every figure may be 
depended upon as faithful to the original " model,'** 
so far as the steadiness of the artist's hand, copy- 
ing from the object before him, could secure. 

We maintain that ours is a serious subject ; and 
we demand serious attention to it. The lighter as 
well as the darker angles of the grand polygon of 
life are man's business. We are all the better for 
a variety of impressions ; nay our severer qualities 
are deepened by contrasting them. 

Foe as I am (for I shall drop the stiff and dis- 
tant "we'") to a general revolution in mind, or in 
anything else, I yet perceive clearly enough the 
advantage of alteration now and then. We are 
born to improve ; and improvement is change. Pre- 
judice at first stigmatises it as innovation. We 
afterwards grow into it as improvement ; — nay, 
wonder at ourselves and our previous short sight. 
We are better for a shifting of ourselves now and 
then — a transference into some other guise; 
though let it be understood we ought to carry our 
mould with us, and construct upon a base already 
provided. Let us never lose sight of that history 
of feeling chronicled in our lives ; — that education 
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THE OPERA. D 

of the mind which has formed us as we are, living, 
breathing, thinking creatures. The moon has her 
phases ; — but she is still the moon. To never 
change is stagnation. To be constantly changing 
is to be nothing — is to have only a piece of a 
character. 

I feel something as should the reverend though 
mistaken owl that — educated amongst old grey 
ruins and glimpses of moonshine, his repose amidst 
shadows concealed by curtains of ivy from inquisi- 
tive glowworms — precipitates himself in a moment 
of infatuation upon the brightness of the noonday. 
So do I feel when athwart me stealeth the recol- 
lection that I have, " with these presents," (as the 
lawyers phrase it,) undertaken to chalk out a 
sketch of that castle of clouds, guiltless of scaling- 
ladders of real hard wood — the London Opera. 

Therefore is it with no unreasonable dread about 
me, and no slight fear that I may fail in the bold 
task, that in my mind s eye I stand before this 
cloudy fortress. I see it raised so much above me ; 
— I behold it so inaccessibly suspended in its own 
rosy atmosphere, moving through which are the 
broad bright rays — the strong and arrowy beams, 

" With their long-levelled rules of streaming light," 
of the magnificent sun ('* glorious Apollo" !) him- 
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self ; I contemplate with such excited wonder its 
airy bastions and embattled walls — its gleaming 
turrets and extended glow of buttresses, that truly 
I am " afeard,*^ and the heart seemeth to turn to 
water in my bosom ! I see its banners glittering 
with the thousand devices of fashion — I see the 
walls peopled in long array with the brightest 
legion of the fairy army, their white hands armed 
for deadly strife with flowers for cannon-balls, and 
beside them such annihilating ammunition as there 
can be no facing — baskets of bouquets, which latter, 
I too quickly gather, the lightning-like finger and 
thumb of these muslin divinities, with malicious 
nimbleness and graceful dexterity, would soon 
reduce into a killing shower of roses and lilies ! 
Such fearful odds there is no withstanding. Even 
if I were disposed for battle, my old grey standard 
and its pewter moon must sink into the inglorious 
dust before the starry pennons of the cloud of my 
dancing opponents. The combat would be an old 
grey hermit fighting with the fairies. Long life 
and all honour be to their silver slippers ! May 
they skip for many years yet, and touch out their 
figures of flame over the otherwise dingy and too 
solid and heavy stage of our London commercial 
stupidity and arithmetical utilitarianism ! 
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But down must I come from my clouds — straight 

down if I can upon a shining gold wire — if I wish 

people not to mistake me for a wildfire, or a 

wreath of red vapour at least, with perhaps neither 

a top nor tail, only an electric brush of flame. I 

must 

" Speak more like a man of this world " 

if I desire to do more than give only a picture in 
the manner of that eccentric professor of the pen- 
cil, Turner (he of the fiery earth and the green 
sky) of that kingdom of bright shadows, the 
Italian Opera. 

Once or twice in the season the Opera doors 
receive me, not as an invited guest, though I hint 
that the " powers which be " would not find me un- 
grateful for a friendly beckon of that kind, as an 
old man, and moreover a modest man who waits 
to be asked. But on the occasions that I visit 
theatres I pay ; whether therein prevail the " illus- 
trated dialogues,'' as which, I think, we should not 
be far off in characterising modern comedies and 
plays, or the tuneful troubles with which opera 
stars astonish a generally comfortable and com- 
placently listening public, whose best satisfaction 
ought to be that they have no daggers and poison 
bowls to be mixed up with their history ;— a pri- 
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vilege the pleasantness and advantage of which 
never so forcibly come home to the mind as when 
we have the opportunity of comparing our own 
happy, though it be obscure condition, with the 
turbulent lot of stage kings and queens, and 
theatrical great people. Talk of our trials! — 
what is the discomfort of a man who cannot pay 
his taxes, to the woe of a king who has somehow 
or other lost his sceptre, and wanders about cold 
colonnades and through large windy saloons to try 
and §nd it again ! — or to that of a young person 
who having lived a very quiet life, is in a moment 
to find that his mother has murdered his father, 
and that he is burthened with the heavy neces- 
sity of committing murder, too, on somebody that, 
to avenge the atrocity, he is told must be put out 
of the way. 

I was sitting one morning very quietly perusing 
some half dozen letters which the post of the even- 
ing before and the two posts previous to my 
examination had brought me, when I was suddenly 
disturbed by the entry of a friend of mine. Captain 
Frederic Fordyce, of the Second Battalion, Rifle 
Brigade. I had heard no knock, and looked 
twice at his face before I saw who it was. 

"I have broken in upon you, I see,*" said he, 
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^^ though I knocked as hard as I could to give all 
of you notice that somebody was coming in* 
Don*'t disturb yourself. If you don't like your 
letters, pack them up and put them away, and I 
will talk to you. But if you are amused, or in- 
terested perhaps, which is better, say the word, 
and Fm off — after, at least, I have asked you one 
question." 

" I will answer you before you ask it, by asking 
another," returned I. *' Will you take a chair, 
monsieur? Don't be afraid of the table. You 
are welcome to look over me if you like.'^ 

*' One at a time at a letter is quite enough,*' 
said Frederic. *' In a word — are all those letters 
to be answered to-day ? " 

" Perhaps not one of them," I answered. " I 
am sometimes taken with a lazy fit ; and both my 
ideas and my ink are muddy to-day. Pause before 
you answer is safe advice, and I do not see why 
we should not apply it as well to letters as to per- 
sonal demands." 

" Well, you are free from engagements," cried 
the captain. '* Have you an inclination for a sight 
to-night i Two of us have taken a box at the Opera. 
The bill is attractive. Will you and your faithful 
friend, Samuel Gilpin, make another couple with 
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US ? Need I say that we shall be proud of your 
company ? '' 

" Really, Captain Frederic Fordyce,'' returned 
I, " T am excessively obliged to you ! For you, a 
dashing young gentleman, to take notice of an old 
semi-addle-headed philosopher, such as I am, or 
such an original, begging his pardon, as my right- 
hand man, poor Gilpin, who for lack of perhaps 
anything better to do counts the crows which 
he sees flying over his street, and is elated or 
depressed as he distinguishes two or one, argues 
that you wish to show us such compliment as we 
— purblind anchorites — must be puzzled how to 
bow in acknowledgment of! But I will go with 
you with all the pleasure in the world; and so 
shall Samuel." 

" Agreed then,"' said Captain Frederic. " You 
and your excellent friend, Gilpin — 

* Of credit and renown,* 

shall come and dine with me and Osterley. The 
honour is ours, sir, so don't refuse us, pray. But 
I'm off. Don't forget five o'clock and Bond Street. 
You mustn't stir. Surely I know my way down- 
stairs by this time.*" 

Without waiting a word more, the captain 
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grasped my hand and disappeared, pulling the 
door sharply after him, as if to forbid my following 
even to the head of the stairs. I heard his boots 
down the staircase, and then my street door 
clap- to. 

" A fine young fellow,'' said I to myself, smiling, 
for he had put me in a good humour, '^ with his 
heart in the right place, and of nature's own ma- 
terial — polished but not painted." 

A note which I had dispatched to Gilpin found 
him, as I learned, packing up writing-paper and 
cravats for his brother in India. But precisely 
at five o'clock we all met at the captain's lodgings, 
and after dinner we took our way to the Opera 
House. 

The bustle outside here is very different to that 
surrounding one of our national theatres. It is 
removed upwards in character half a dozen steps 
even at the gallery door. In the thoroughfare 
of the Haymarket, the sloping roadway, encum- 
bered with rattling omnibusses, plunging cabs, and 
a loose species of equestrianistic crowd, and the 
pavements over which an indiscriminate assem- 
blage of walkers and loungers is distributed (pre- 
senting, from the latter circumstance, more diffi- 
culty to your passing than the neighbourhood 
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of the English theatres) — through obstructions such 
as these it is really puzzling to make your way> 
whether you descend from the north, or wind 
round from Charles Street before the westerly 
fafade of the Opera House. Here is abundance 
of carriages, one after the other setting down 
their occupants with aristocratic readiness, and 
an absence of anxiety about their drivers and the 
footmen, contrasting advantageously with the dif- 
fused irregularity and vulgar noise and bustle 
which prevail where hackney-cabs and hackney- 
coaches are the predominating items in the amount 
of equipages. Footmen with their long sticks, 
sedate coachmen with their multitudinous capes, 
policemen indulging in an air, and soldiers with an 
indifferent manner, whose bearskin caps, and white 
belts, and gleaming bayonets throw that dignity into 
the appearance of things which impresses you that 
all which you see outside here is aristocratic, and 
that what you are going to behold inside, too, must 
be something much higher and grander than mere 
scenery and chandeliers — all this is round you. 

In this scene of mingled order and confusion — 
(confusion as far as the gazing crowd is concerned, 
which draws up and forms a lane under the rigid sur- 
t76i//a7ic6of policemen industrious in a small compass. 
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and of order as regards the opening of coach doors, 
and the descent of plumed ladies) — we turned out 
of our carriage, and made our way into a bright 
vestibule, in the centre of which, down some steps, 
and through glass doors, I caught a glimpse in 
perspective of white walls and gaslights, two red- 
coated grenadiers and a well-dressed mob. But 
we had nothing to do with these, for Captain 
Frederic led the way up a broad staircase which 
circled up from either side and introduced to a set 
of ante-rooms, which looked as if they had doors 
all ways, and the centre of which was called, as I 
found, the " Crush Room," an appropriate but not 
elegant term for it. 

There was so much glare about me that I re- 
member little beyond passing through some iron 
railing and up some stairs into a low corridor, with 
gas globed burners against the wall, 

A boxkeeper appears ; some whispering takes 
place between the Captain and the black-coated 
official; and then suddenly is a small satinwood 
cupboard door opened, and I find myself in a 
chamber nearly as small as the door, something 
like a lady's work-box lined with yellow silk. 

I placed myself in a chair and began at once to 
make use of the ''gold-mounted binocular opera 
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glass '' with which I had taken care to furnish my- 
self. We seemed as if we were looking out of a 
second floor window at rows of gleaming balconies 
flUed with ladies in all the elegance of diamonds, 
ostrich feathers and gay silks. 

And this is the Opera I Brilliant certainly is 
the spectacle : — and the vast area, with the sweep- 
ing circles of boxes, tier over tier, with their sur- 
faces painted with delicate arabesques, and their 
lustrous draperies of bouton cTor^ and above all 
their array of fascinating occupants, rising to 
a roof like the dome of a pantheon. Every part 
of the structure teems with light. The pit is 
animated. The stalls boast each its kidgloved 
occupant. There is a buz of conversation. 

A house crowded with elegantes^ or those at all 
events who look as if they were, which, in this 
world of appearances, is just, or nearly the same 
thing, and an abundance of white gloves, waving 
feathers, jewellery, perfumes, and smiles, form at 
all times a pleasing combination. But there is more 
than this at the Opera. There is an elegance about 
the place, and a high air of assured self-possession 
and insinuating languor, free, however, because of 
too much breeding for it, from affectation or imper- 
tinence, which charm, and for the time, certainly 
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appear to refine everything. This we say is a 
prevailing characteristic of the Opera, or impresses 
us as being one. Boisterousness seems banished 
from the scene : — ^if it obtruded itself, it would 
seem as unfit, land be as clumsy to itself as a bear 
in a palace of glass. The expressions of opinion 
must be gentle — must be qualified — should be di- 
luted, as it were, in this temple of roses or rose- 
water. Roughness of any character is perfectly 
inconsistent with the place, whether it be that 
mental muscularity in whose matter-of-fact Orson 
grasp the filigrees of fashion, and those frostwork 
over-refinements of the superlatively elegant man- 
ner of life, are crushed to pieces on the instant, 
or the actual bluntness of bearing in intercourse, 
in indulging in which the user neither gives, nor 
deigns to give himself time to 

"Shape his end;"— 
but propels himself, so to speak, and leaves others, 
should they think it worth the trouble, to fit them- 
selves to him J and adjust themselves to his intent 
and, like a teapot, take the handle of it. 

The general eflect of the house, and especially 
the shape of the proscenium, with the circles of 
boxes continuing, without interruption from co- 
lumns or pilasters, up to the stage, recalled strongly 
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to my mind my impression of the Grand Opera of 
some continental city^ or at all events a theatre of 
that Europe excluding the British Islands. 

'' Captain Fordyce,'*'' said I, as I turned to him, 
" would you not call all this 

' The glass of fashion, and the mould ? ' 
Now may I not believe that I really breathe the 
air of Almack^s I 

" If not of Almack*s, my dear friend/^ replied 
he, " at least you do that of Sti James''s, with a 
west-end infusion of more questionably recherche 
character. All is not gold that glitters here any 
more than elsewhere in places of the kind, believe 
me. This is but a tesselated society — a piebald 
assemblage, where however you are to understand 
that that which is considered the finest fashion 
prevails. But look around. The Pit, instead of 
being filled, as at Paris, with a miscellaneous com- 
pany of men, here admits persons of both sexes 
always becomingly dressed. It besides communi- 
cates with the boxes ; and in its centre walk, to 
which has been given the name of ' Fops' Alley ^' 
which is enough to make well-bred men shun it, or 
at least when in it make themselves look as natural 
as possible, since they are in a locale positively 
stigmatised with affectation — in this central avenue. 
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but more frequently in the circular passages on 
either hand, congregate sometimes men of the 
highest rank, who descend to talk, to survey the 
house, and. to keep appointments. This is the 
general rendezvous of the superlatives, either really 
having some well-grounded title to the distinction, 
or a fancied one of their own, which in their mind, 
at least, comes to the same thing, and which it is 
worth nobody's while to contradict. This latter 
blandly-sliding class of visitors, with a conscious 
smirk upon their faces, are peeping with curiosity 
and, we should say, impertinence, in the absence 
of a knowledge how it is received, in, as they pass 
them, at the lowest range of boxes, which is 
called the Pit Tier. A tolerable share of the Pit 
is taken up with the enclosure of the stalls ; and 
these are supposed to be the places of respect oc- 
cupied by individuals who really are, or esteem 
themselves to be, judges of music. There you 
behold that devoted admirer of the art. Lord 
T , with his faithful brother votary, the Mar- 
quis of T . Not far oflf is Sir William 

A ^ whose concerts are reckoned the choicest 

of the metropolis; Sir Henry W — ; the Marquis 

of C- , whose face is as well known here at the 

Opera as Nelson will be on the top of his menu- 
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ment in Trafalgar Square ; Lord A , besides 

a hundred other amateurs^ distinguished either for 
taste or rank. 

"Now ril review the boxes for you. The two 
horns of the Pit Tier terminate in two long boxes, 
something like a low gallery with one side of it 
knocked open, or a state barge with its curtains 
of cloth of gold. 

" These boxes are the fortresses which respect- 
ively, right and left, looking towards the stage, the 
dansetises exert themselves most perseveringly to 
reduce, and in which aim they generally succeed. 
As the vocalists look to the stalls for that con- 
firmation of the applause of a house which is to 
convince them they have put out their strength to 
purpose, so do the goddesses of gauze appeal with 
bewitching smiles, and such a downcast and for 
that very reason least resistible throwing of them- 
selves upon the favour of the tasteful in Terpsicho- 
rean profundities, as would charm the heart out of 
a stone Pluto. 

" In the Omnibus Box, on the left of the house, 
among a dozen of the noblest men of fashion in 
the country, you see the Honourable, and, as he 

is reckoned, the handsome, James M ; the 

young Marquis of W ; the Earl of C , 
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a stringent officer, and reputed a shot, who has oc- 
cupied much of public attention ; that Radical of 

fashion T D ; and, often seen with his open 

manly face, the kind-hearted Lord A F . 

" Opposite, in the corresponding box, its club of 
owners bearing in this region the nom de guerre 
of the 'Melton party,' you can see that noble 

sportsman, the Duke of B ; the dashing 

Earl of C ; and a dozen other lordly bre- 
thren of the 'spurs and whip.' 

" In the Pit Tier, and on the same side as the 
Melton Box, is that occupied by the Duchess of 

M , one of the fairest of the high nobility 

of Scotland ; also that of one of the great officers 
of state, distinguished for his urbanity, the Earl of 

L . In short, all the boxes on that side demand 

much attention, from their boasting as occupants 
distinguished beauties of high fashion intermingled 
with noble personages of the other sex, and with 
persons remarkable either for talents, for position in 
the world, or conspicuous from some set of circum- 
stances which either has commanded or does still 
attract curiosity, and throws a lustre round them. 

'* But look you, friend Gilpin (for you, in your 
way, are a critic of female beauty), on the left hand. 
Direct your glass at that box next to the Omnibus 
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Box. Whom do you see? A lady. Good: — 

she is the youthful Marchioness of D , whose 

sedate and peerless beauty might attract a star- 
gazer from his twinkling Pallas, and tempt him 
to search for beams in eyes instead of distant suns 
or nearer moons. Really it is a sight to contem- 
plate—always with that pervading respect which 
is due to beauty and high birth when associated 
with virtue and fine feeling — the lovely women 
who grace these circles. Do you see the Man ? 
— for he stands apart from his dignity as the 
bronze Achilles dedicated to him in the Park from 
the foliage which surrounds it — the Duhe^ if you 
will — Wellington, himself; the Hero of Waterloo! 
Next comes the graceful and lively Duchess of 

B ; and further in the House is sometimes 

seen the amiable lady of that extraordinary cha- 
racter. Lord B , whose only fault is that he 

chances to have a mind too large for the gold 
bindings of the circumstances hampering his wings, 
into which, as a stately cage of gilt columns and 
arabesques of wire, he has risen. 

" In the tier above, which they call the Grand 
(^or Ground — but Grand is best) Tier, and in the 
box on the extreme left, sits a noble amateur^ 
whose opulence and feeling for art must be 
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themes for other tongues than mine. The 
next three spacious boxes attract the chief in- 
terest of the house. When it is imagined she is 
in presence, the eyes of the whole audience, be- 
tween the parts of the performance, involuntarily 
seek the Queen of England, who, with the illus- 
trious Prince, her husband, occupy the first of these 
boxes. The Queen Dowager, whose box we arrive 
at next, is to be less frequently seen ; but when 
she honours the assemblage with her presence, an 
added dignity and a most pleasing species of in- 
terest is given to all which goes forward. The 
double box next in succession constantly boasts 
its illustrious company. They are present to-night. 
Behold there the warm-hearted, free and easy 
Duke of Cambridge, who sits in the house with 
the same community of enjoyment as in an assem- 
bly of private friends: the people always seem 
the better from having this engaging, good-natured 
Prince in company. I see also — and so may you 
— the illustrious Duchess of Cambridge and her 
daughter ; and, passing my eye along the circle, I 
severally pause at the boxes where sit the Duchess 

of S , the brilliant Marchioness of L , and 

the graceful Lady S : near the stage is the 

strikingly beautiful Baroness Brunow, wife of the 
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distinguished diplomatist, whose entertainments to 
the fashionable world are celebrated among those 
members of it who have taken part in them, for 
their high character and attractiveness. In the 
Baroness's box is the interesting, intelligent 
' Olga/ Look further and you will see the beautiful 

Marchioness of A , of 'Annual' celebrity; the 

queenly beauty of the illustrious Duchess of 

S next catches your eye. Onward you may 

perceive the Duke of D , a nobleman of 

genuine English character and princely hospitality, 
and a patron of art. And last, though not least, 
sits in her shadowy beauty, like a princess of the 

kingdom of dreams, the Marchioness of A ." 

The opera progressed, and ended. I felt tired of 
the glare, and weary of the noise of the music — for 
even music when long protracted will tire ; — was 
cramped too with sitting so long a time, which 
stiffness and fatigue my interest in the performance 
had hitherto prevented me feeling. I joined Captain 
Frederic, and Gilpin, who had scarcely opened his 
mouth through the evening, though he appeared to 
enjoy the entertainments amazingly, but who now 
got up to " stretch himself," as he said — I joined 
these friends in leaving the box to seek fresh air in 
the lobbies. We left Osterley behind "with a head- 

* 



^ 

THE OPERA. 23 

ache," or perhaps to ogle with less observation some 
beauty who had caught his eye in the boxes. 

Groups of loungers were distributed about the 
passages, or lazily mounting the stairs. I ima- 
gined I had suddenly got amongst an assem- 
blage of clergymen or apothecaries, from the 
number of stiflf white neckerchiefs which I en- 
countered. 

" How d'ye do, Barham ? '" (aflfectedly drawled 
out) — " havn't seen you an age. — Close, isn't it ? " 

« D d close ! '' 

" What do you think of Castellan to-night ? " 
And then, aside to a tall young man of whom 
he catches a glimpse, and who nods en passant^ 
" Ah ! Fleming, how is it with you ? Droll fellow 
that ! What do you think he did ? Last week" — 

" Indifferent house, eh? — begging your pardon 
for interrupting you, though. Not a soul to be 
seen — nobody I know.'' 

" Will you come and have an ice ? " 

" Tve had tew already: — but I don't mind. 
How's your gray ? " 

" Done up, sir, — done up. Look at that hand- 
some girl in the white shawl ! I wonder if that 
old fellow who has her so tight on his arm is her 
father or husband i '' 
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" Husband to a pair of gold-mounted barnacles ! 
Look at his eye.'' 

"Insuflferably hot!*' 

" Devilish ! " 

I heard no more ; the two speakers turned the 
corner. 

A single door — a step, makes all the difference 
in the world between the glory of waxlights and 
white pockethandkerchiefs, carpets and carriages ; 
and dust and devils, old green canvas, cobwebs 
and carpenters, water jugs, pewter pots and pink 
calico. The change is sudden. You have no 
preparation for the very diflTerent scene, to say 
the least of it, to which you enter. 

The term " behind the scenes,'* conveys some- 
thing, but it can never do justice to the pecu- 
liarities and dinginess of that division of a theatre 
in the rear of the curtain. Even the initiated, 
though custom does much in reconciling them to 
the oddity of all kinds, rarely get entirely over 
those impressions, which seem to sink you sud- 
denly twenty degrees from the brightness which, 
in your simplicity and inexperience, you imagined 
appertained to a theatre. It is truly a seeing 
things on the wrong side. It is just like the 
turning a magnificent picture, and delighting 
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you with the deal frame and dirty canvas ! Narrow 
passages with smoky ceilings and colourless walls, 
spotted here and there with circles of black, easily 
ascribable to the gas jets ; — dingy doors whose 
paint must assuredly be of the " dark ages," loose 
door-handles of green brass, twisting gaspipes 
and broken plaister, — bare boards, foggy glass, 
and a general air as of an old house without 
any furniture in it, characterise that part of a 
theatre assigned to the accommodation of the 
company. 

A stranger finding himself in the private part 
of a theatre discovers that he is singularly thrown 
back upon himself in his endeavours to under- 
stand the unusual place, in which he cannot but 
think he has entered in some extraordinary way, 
since he feels that he ought to have no business 
there. There is a mixture of daylight when you 
approach doors or catch glimpses of distant win- 
dows, indifferent as that daylight is, and deceptive as 
it proves when you seek it; and of gas-light, when 
a wanderer is measuring passages with low ceilings, 
and puzzling himself with odd nooks and corners, 
which seem to promise a way through them, keep- 
ing the word of promise to the eye, but — 
" Breaking it to the hope." 
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,You find dark steps which take you up, appa- 
rently for the purpose of leading you down again : 
— ^you discover to your surprise that cupboards 
are the entrances to rooms, and that doors in- 
troduce you to fire-places. All the intentions 
of building seem somehow inverted here. The 
workmen appear to have capriciously left off every 
thing, and to have gone to something else, to be 
abandoned in its turn for a new object. An odd 
assemblage of crazy furniture seems to have been 
introduced into the building, and you stumble upon 
items of it in the most unreasonable places. Your 
walks about the rambling edifice are only disturbed 
by remote mumbling-like conversation, which puts 
you at a loss to know from whence it proceeds, and 
loud laughs from round corners ; and you will occa- 
sionally meet dim figures singing in a stage-like 
style to themselves, and indulging now and then 
in exaggerated flourishes : you will hear screams 
in the dark from giggling females, and be struck 
with admiration now and then at a rush-bottom 
chair placed in a doorway, or from stumbling 
upon (spotted with tarnished spangles) property 
banners standing in angles of passages or ante- 
rooms. 

I confess that the Opera stage at night is an 
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extraordinary scene. Plant yourself upon it. Fix 
your attention. You have your back to the dark 
curtain^ waving gently in the draught. Look up, 
and in the roof you distinguish a misty glare of gas, 
in which you can discover monstrous beams of dark 
wood, extending like the lowest yards of a first-rate 
line-of-battle ship, and somewhat as loosely ; — 
dangling ropes — tackles with pullies like double and 
triple globes and all the cumbrous machinery of 
a manufactory at work by torchlight. Blocks are 
creaking ; you hear huge iron windlasses clicking 
rapidly, and you descry dingy phantoms of scenes, 
technically designated " cloths/* majestically rising 
with a slow motion like broad black clouds. These 
are ascending one behind the other in a lurid 
light ; and you see on each side of you, removed 
to some distance, a tall ladder-looking series of 
deal frames in perspective, black with smoke 
and grimy with dust. Leather-hose, gas-pipes, 
bright lights and brass apparatus ; rows of brilliant 
jets starring, in extending line, blue clouds and 
amber water; columns with wreaths, mo^'esques 
and flat-nosed statues ; traps and stray rocks are 
interjectionary in a confused assemblage of car- 
penters in paper caps and corduroy ; gasmen with 
dusky faces ; gentlemen with their hats in their 
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hands and in black dress coats and white necker- 
chiefs; potboys and fairies with a silver star 
in the forehead ; burly gods with broad faces red 
with ochre, roseate foreheads, raven ringlets, and 
gimblet eyes ; kings displaying superb black whis- 
kers, with crowns on their heads and crimson 
draperies ; one or two " dressers" in muslin caps, 
with perhaps a cracked teacup to be seen in 
the hand; and persecuted princesses in spangled 
gauze. 

In the buz of the talking, and amidst the noise 
incidental to the shifting of the scenery, and qua- 
lified by the music, which, though you do not 
attend to it, comes, deadened by the intervention 
of the curtain, from the front of the house, you 
perhaps hear some such sort of conversation as 
the following; the speakers, a danseuse and two 
gentlemen. 

" Je depose k vos pieds toutes les pierres pre- 
cieuses de plaisir que vous avez puisnes dans ce sol 
endurci et presque incultivable,rS.me d'un Anglais,"' 
says one of the gentlemen. " Vous etes Tastre de 
rOpera, et, par consequence, le rayon conducteur 
de Londres, ou au moins de cette partie de la ville 
dans laquelle existe le sentiment. Comment vous 
portez vous ce soir f 
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" Assez bifen, monsieur," replies la C , gaily, 

" un peu fatiguee seulement. Mais vos complimens 
ressusciteraient un mort;"' and she laughs with 
a slight tinge of mischief in her tone, while her 
eyes sparkle. " Comment ai-je joue mon role ce 
soir ? Tenez, je devine ce que vous voulez me r6- 
pondre, mais pour ce coup c'est de la franchise 
que je demande."' 

^' Comment ! Je suis toujours franc — la franchise 
m6me! Vous autres princesses du ballet, vous 
n'estimez nos complimens que comme tant de plumes 
d'otriches ; — cade^-ux dignes peut-6tre des pr6tres- 
ses exterieures du temple, mais qui, poses en of- 
frandes a la divinite enchassee sur Tautel, devien- 
droient insultes et preuves uniquement de notre 
impertinence ou de notre incapacite. Ce monsieur- 
ci appuyera de son temoignage tout ce que je viens 
de dire. Permettez que j'aie Thonneur de vous le 
pr&enter. Monsieur , Mademoiselle C ." 

" En verite, mademoiselle," strikes in the third 
speaker insinuatingly, " ce n'est qu a cette heure 
que je me plains d'etre Anglais. Je me sens pret 
2l abandonner et Shakspeare et Nelson pour devenir 
un de vos compatriotes, II faut absolument que 
nous trouvions moyen de vous rendre Anglaise — il 
faut que vous soyez naturalis^e." 
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"Ce compliment tranche surTequivoque," rejoins 
the first of the gentlemen, with a smile hovering 

about his mouth, "La C est tellement natu- 

ralisee partout qu'elle a converti en nature la danse 
m6me.'' 

" Ah, messieurs," cries Mademoiselle C , 

expostulatingly, and inunediately after giving a 
single graceful step aside and coming back again 
on the point of her toe, as if to supply the em- 
phasis to her meaning, " ne dites done pas que j'ai 
une tournure naturelle, car dans un 6tat de nature 
nous avons bien pen de grace. Oh I je voudrais 
^tre a la fois et la nature et Tart s*il etait possible ; 
la nature 6tant, pour ainsi dire, le corps, et Tart 
etant Tame — la nature 6tant le domicile et Tart 
en etant la flamme qui Teclaire. Ne m'offrez pas 
des louanges ; elles me feraient douter de ce que 
j'ai iejh accompli. Je voudrais triompher de 
rimpossible — planer comme un oiseau — fendre Fair 
comme le rayon d'une ^toile? Je m'en prends 
quelquefois a la nature de ce qu'elle m'a donn6 
deux pieds qui de necessite touchent la terre. Je 
passerais la joum^e entiere a danser si jen'etaispas 
abattue par votre triste climat. Vous manquez tons 
de chaleur. Si vous 6tiez crees de matiere inflamma- 
ble, je desirerais 6tre Tetincelle qui vous embr^sat. 
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" Mam'selle C ," at this period of the dia- 
logue, calls out the voice of a stage attendant. 

" Excusez, messieurs ; ma scfene va commencer," 

says C , with a smile and a low curtsey ; and 

she steps lightly off, followed by the eyes of her 
two admirers, her pretty petite figure with her 
muslin skirt standing out, and she altogether re- 
minding one of a bird with extending plumage 
walking on the ground, 

A little further off you may hear the following 
between another lounger and a cort/phie^ who plays 
coquettishly with her foot while she speaks, and 
only now and then flashes a glance at her com- 
panion, at other times her eyes, with a studied 
avoidance of him, roving all sorts of ways. 

" Trouvez vous ce costume gentil ? II n'est pas 
mal vraiment, mais dans ce pays on se sert de fers 
de charrue au lieu de ciseaux. On ne comprend 
pas les Frangaises ici." 

''C'est un libele que vous enoncez," cries the 
beau with much harmless indignation. '' Que nous 
vous admirons prouve que nous vous comprenons. 
Le merite est furieusement neglig6 dans cet eta- 
blissement. Si j'etais commandant en chef de 
cette garnison de percale, une certaine demoiselle 
de ma connaissance danserait I'Ondine k deux 
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jours d'lci. De ma vie je n**ai rien vu qui soit 
plus k mon gout que ce pas qu'on a tant applaudi. 
Mais malheureusement il est trop court de moiti6." 
There you may see that light-heeled, and often 
light-headed body, the ballet, male and female, 
scattered about, chattering as if they had a given 
quantity of talk to get out before the prompter's 
bell rings, and laughing most loud when they 
mean least or are least understood. Two beautiful 
fairies, except that one has a face rather too 
prononciy with bare shoulders, short petticoats, 
pink silk pantaloons and flowing hair, are passing, 
with their arms twined affectionately round each 
other''s waist. A demon with horns and a dread- 
ful face saunters lackadaisically forward, with all 
the dissatisfied nonchalance of a melancholy dandy, 
and shakes hands with a Turk, who indulges in a 
most uncharacteristically boisterous laugh when 
the demon pokes him playfully with his fiery 
spear. Apollo takes snufi^, and blows his nose 
with a red cotton pockethandkerchief. A spectre 
with a blue face disputes possession of a seat on a 
set piece with a fat Muse. The misunderstanding 
is witnessed, with a sort of amused indifference, 
by a Peri, two Cupids, a Courtier of the Time 
of Louis the Fifteenth, and Little Red Riding 

9 « 
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Hood's Mother; and we might reasonably dread 
some hard words to follow, if not something worse, 
were it not that a carpenter opportunely comes and 
takes quietly under his arm, with great sang froid, 
the cliff in dispute, and goes over with it to the 
other side of the stage, where it is set up over a 
silver sea, with a pink boat and a blue oar sticking 
up out of it. 

One of the most curious sights in this most 
curious of places is the triste modification of that 
peculiar English abstraction sometimes seen in 
gay places, with which a group of black-looking 
** civilians" will gather in a circle round the 
leaders of the ballet, and gaze upon the spinning 
for practice, with an occasional spring into the 
air, of an angel in two short starched muslin 
skirts, or of a middle aged squinting Cupid, in a 
sky blue frock, with long hair and bare legs. 

The bustle increases ; — men run about all ways ; 
— gas is carried flaring over the stage; — wheels 
revolve; — ropes are in motion; — fairies fly like 
frightened sparrows; demons disappear. There 
is a clapping of hands, the crowd on the stage 
reluctantly disperses, and the voice of the Regis- 
seur de la Danse is heard. 
• " AUons, mesdames ; aliens, messieurs ; k vos 
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places — a vos places! vous m'avez donne tant de 
peine ce matin h la repetition, qu'il faut que tout 
se fasse a present en r^gle sans que j'aie a courir 
apr^s chacun de vous. A vos places ! vite — vite — 
et vite done ! Ou t'es tu fourre, petit drole, de- 
puis plus d'une heure?^ Et tu n'es qua moiti6 
debarbouille ! Cours te faire essuyer la figure. 
Tu n'entreras pas comme 5a sur la scfene. Tu 
es sale comme un Savoyard." 

Time brought to an end, not only the opera, but 
the ballet too; and I, Captain Frederic, Oster- 
ley, and Samuel Gilpin, left the house and betook 
ourselves to the Captain'*s rooms, where we had 
supper and a bottle of champagne. 

"Adieu, mon Capitaine! — thank you for a 
splendid evening's entertainment." 

And after a cup of coffee I went home (very 
unusual with so steady an elderly gentleman) very 
giddy with the blaze and whirl of the Opera. 

'' 'Twas,'' said I, "a gilt leaf out of that book 
in particoloured binding — ^the Book of the World !" 
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